Why Am I Here? #6

“Life Is A…” (part 2)

selected Scriptures


How often the news reports some famous actor or athlete has lost their life’s earnings, often because an accountant or associate has squandered or stolen millions of dollars, and now the celebrity is broke!


We hear these stories and wonder, “How could that happen? How could anyone allow another person to squander or steal that much money? What right did that other person have to take all that money?” However we might word our thoughts, we would probably end up at the same statement: “That would never happen to me!”


Don’t be so sure.


In fact, it has happened—it is happening—to many of us right now. 


And we are not the ones being ripped off. We are the ones doing the squandering and the stealing.


I sense that I’d better explain myself, and I’d better do it quick!


Last week we began to consider another aspect of the age-old question, “Why am I here?” I asked you to complete the sentence, “Life is a…” We looked at Scripture and discovered two accurate answers: Life is a trace and life is a test. This morning I want to consider a third:


Life on earth is a trust.

We generally think of “trust” as an action, especially in biblical terms. We trust in Christ for our salvation. We learn to trust God in all circumstances. Trust is something we do.

But trust is also a noun—something we have. This refers to something entrusted to our care by someone else.
 A synonym for this kind of trust is stewardship. The Bible often refers to a steward in this way. John Stott comments,

The concept of the household steward was more familiar in the ancient world than the modern. Nowadays, Christian people associate the word “stewardship” with campaigns to raise money, and in our everyday vocabulary a “steward” belongs only to ocean-going liners and big residential insti​tutions. But in Bible times every well-to-do householder had a steward to manage his household affairs, his property, his farm or vineyard, his accounts and his slaves.

Since life is a trust, let’s consider what God’s Word says about stewardship.

Stewardship Is A Matter of Ownership


We must first understand that stewardship is a matter of ownership. As people we love the idea of ownership, and that begins at an early age. I am convinced that one of the first words a baby learns to say—right after “mama” and “no!”—is “mine.” Let another child come near his toy or her doll—”Mine!” I have seen two children playing a in large room. One is playing with a group of blocks, but when he saw that the other child started playing with a toy truck, he left the blocks, waddled all the way across the room, snatched the truck away and shouted, “Mine!” He took the truck back to where he was, set it down, and resumed playing with the blocks. He didn’t want to play with the truck; he just wanted the other child to know who owned it.


Sad to say, most of us never outgrow that mentality. Oh, we may conduct ourselves a bit differently (or not), but the basic mindset is there. “What’s mine is mine,” we think to ourselves, “and nobody had better mess with it!”


I’ve got news for you: You don’t own anything.

The Bible teaches that God is the owner of everything and everyone on earth. Psalm 24:1 says, “The world and all that is in it belong to the Lord; the earth and all who live on it are his” [tev]. Pretty clear, isn’t it? Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 4:7, “What do you have that God hasn’t given you? And if all you have is from God, why boast as though you have accomplished something on your own?” [nlt].

We never really own anything during our brief stay on earth. God just loans the earth to us while we’re here. Our energy, intelligence, opportunities, relationships, and resources are all gifts from God that He has entrusted to our care and management. We are stewards of whatever God gives us. It was God’s property before we arrived, and God will loan it to someone else after we die. We just get to enjoy it for a while.


This dates back to the very beginning. When God created Adam and Eve, he entrusted the care of his creation to them and appointed them trustees of his property. Genesis 1:28 says, “[God] blessed them, and said, ‘Have many children, so that your descendants will live all over the earth and bring it under their control. I am putting you in charge” [tev]. The first job God gave humans was to manage and take care of God’s “stuff” on earth. This role has never been rescinded. It is a part of our purpose today. Everything we enjoy is to be treated as a trust that God has placed in our hands because, in fact, He has.

Stewardship Is A Matter of Obligation


Secondly, stewardship is a matter of obligation. Since everything ultimately belongs to God, and since He, in effect, loaned everything we have to us, there is a responsibility involved. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 4:2, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” Notice that verse does not end with the word “successful.” We are called to be faithful—that refers to our efforts—not to be successful—that refers to what others do in response to our efforts, and that is completely beyond our control. Many confuse those terms and set themselves up for a lot of needless anxiety and self-criticism.


This obligation is dramatized in the parable of the talents, read earlier in the service from Matthew 25:14-29. The master gave resources to each servant with the instructions to invest it until he returned. Two of the servants took the money and doubled it, while the third servant buried his money. (We might say, “stuffed it under his mattress”!)  But notice what happened when the master returned: All of the money went back to him! The servants never owned it; they were put in charge to manage it, and then to return it back to the master!


The same is true for the believer in God. Once we understand that God owns everything, and that He has given us everything we have to use it wisely and to put it to good use for Him, that will motivate us to manage His possessions entrusted to us.

Our culture says, “If you don’t own it, you won’t take care of it.” But Christians live by a higher standard: “Because God owns it, I must take the best care of it that I can.” We know that at the end of our life on earth we will be evaluated and rewarded according to how well we handled what God entrusted to us. That means everything we do, even simple daily chores, has eternal implications.


One part of stewardship has to do with supporting God’s work in the world. In the Old Testament, God commanded His people to give a tithe—a word that simply means “one tenth” of the total—to His work and those who perform it. This was also called, “firstfruits,” for the people were to give off the top, the very best they had, before using it for any other purpose. God was not pleased with leftovers! (We’ll come back to that point later).


Malachi (the last book in the Old Testament) records God’s thoughts on those who refuse to give to His work:

“Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me.”

“But you ask, ‘How do we rob you?’”

“In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse—the whole nation of you—because you are robbing me.”

I remember preaching a sermon from this text entitled, “Income Tithe Evasion.” When somebody is guilty of income tax evasion, the IRS comes after them. When somebody is guilty of income tithe evasion, God Almighty comes after them! Malachi mentions a “curse” put on the people for robbing God. What does this look like? Back up two books to the book of Haggai, another minor prophet with a major message. Haggai 1:6 describes the people’s plight: “You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.” I love that last line! Have you ever felt like this?


Could it be that we are guilty of robbing God? Are we cheating God out of what is rightfully His? The more God gives us, the more responsible He expects us to be.
 


Don’t give in to the temptation to think that this message is for somebody else. Don’t say to yourself, “I didn’t sign up for this! He must be talking about other people in the church.” No, this refers to us all. Stewardship is not an elective in the curriculum of Christian living; it is a required course!

I like how one author put it, 
A man doesn’t decide to become a steward after he has been saved, nor after he begins to make good money. He is a steward—good or bad—when he becomes a Christian. Stewardship in the Christian life demands that a man take good care of his financial affairs because he has been commissioned by Christ to manage those affairs for the Lord.
 

The question is not if we are a steward for God; it is if we are a good or a bad steward.


“Yeah, but tithing is an Old Testament idea,” someone might object. “We don’t have to live by the Old Testament rules. Nowhere in the New Testament are we commanded to tithe!”


Setting aside for a moment the blatant butchering of the Bible such an approach is, I will admit that the New Testament does not command Christians to tithe (although one could argue that Jesus endorsed tithing in Matthew 23:23). What the New Testament does teach is that “On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income” (1 Corinthians 16:2), and that “each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7). So how does this work in real life?

I believe that ten percent makes a great starting point for giving. However, studies indicate that, as a group, Christians in the United States give nowhere near that much of their income away—to ministries or charities of any kind. In fact, while per capita income has increased, church members have actually decreased their giving to churches.


I also believe that when God’s people are faithful in supporting God’s work, there is never a shortage of resources. Churches are able to pay their bills faithfully, able to give their ministers a livable wage, and have the ability to reach out beyond their four walls to the community and to the world with the love and the gospel of Christ. When these things are not happening, there is only one cause: God’s people are not living up to their obligation as stewards of what God has given to them.

Stewardship Is A Matter of Opportunity


But stewardship is more than a matter of obligation; it is a matter of opportunity. We have the opportunity to demonstrate our faith, hope, and love to God and to the world by how we manage what God has given us. It is one thing to say how much we love God and trust Him; it is quite another to live it. And how we live is louder than what we say!

“Show me your checkbook,” challenges David Allen Hubbard “and I’ll tell you something about your faith.” He goes on to write, 

How to use our wealth is among the most hotly debat​ed issues we face… How we use wealth is a clear-cut indicator of what we think is important. Nothing announces our priorities more sharply than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.

Chuck Swindoll agrees, adding,

I have said for years that you can tell much more about an individual’s dedication to God by looking at that person’s check​book than by looking at his or her Bible. Again and again throughout Scripture, we read of the blessings God grants (not all of them tangible, by the way) to those who “honor the Lord” with their finances.

One more quote, this from Warren Wiersbe,

Our offerings to God are an indication of what’s in our hearts, for “where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” People who claim to love the Lord and His work can easily prove it with their checkbooks! Giving is a grace, and if we’ve experienced the grace of God, we’ll have no problem giving generously to the Lord who has given so much to us. How can we ask God to be gracious to us and answer prayer if we’ve not practiced “grace giving” ourselves?


Last Sunday I suggested that life is a test. Most people fail to realize that money is both a test and a trust from God. God uses finances to teach us to trust him, and for many people, money is the greatest test of all. God watches how we use money to test how trustworthy we are. Luke 16:11 says, “If you are untrustworthy about worldly wealth, who will trust you with the true riches of heaven?” [nlt]

This is a very important truth. God says there is a direct relationship between how I use my money and the quality of my spiritual life. How I manage my money (“worldly wealth”) determines how much God can trust me with spiritual blessings (“true riches”). We need to ask ourselves: Is the way we manage our money preventing God from doing more in our life? Can we be trusted with spiritual riches?


I want to add here that stewardship entails more than dollars and cents. We tend to think of stewardship as only giving money, but there’s more to it than that. God has not only given us money and material possessions; He has given us time and talents as well. These, too, are gifts from God, and He expects us to use them for His honor and glory.


Yet the same principles are true in these areas as with money. Are we robbing God in terms of time? Are we too busy to give God an appropriate measure of our time? I did some simple figuring this past week. (When it comes to math, simple figuring is the best I can do!) In a given week there are 168 hours. If a person gave four hours a week to come to church on Sunday morning (including getting ready, traveling to a from, as well as the time spent in church), that comes out to 2.3% of a person’s week. Is that asking too much? Let’s say somebody is really gung-ho and comes to Sunday school, morning and evening worship, and Wednesday night prayer meeting. All that would amount to about 5% of a person’s time. “Oh, but I’m too busy to do that!” you might say. Then you’re just too busy! Compare the amount of time we spend in God’s house and doing God’s work with the amount of time we spend parked in front of the television, and then let’s see how has time and who doesn’t! We make time for what we deem important. When we really want to do something, we find a way; when we don’t, we find an excuse!


Stewardship must be intentional; it cannot be reactionary. If you wait until the last minute to decide whether to go to church, most often you won’t go. If you wait to see what is left after the bills are paid and you spend what you want before you give to God and His work, you won’t give. Or you’ll hurriedly fish out a dollar or some change and toss it in the offering plate as it goes by.


I mentioned the prophet Malachi earlier in the message. Listen to this related text from his first chapter:

“When you bring blind animals for sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice crippled or diseased animals, is that not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased with you? Would he accept you?” says the Lord Almighty… “Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my altar! I am not pleased with you,” says the Lord Almighty, “and I will accept no offering from your hands… “When you bring injured, crippled or diseased animals and offer them as sacrifices, should I accept them from your hands?” says the Lord. “Cursed is the cheat who has an acceptable male in his flock and vows to give it, but then sacrifices a blemished animal to the Lord. For I am a great king,” says the Lord Almighty, “and my name is to be feared among the nations” (Malachi 1:8, 10, 13-14). 

I realize the cultural differences may make this difficult to understand, but think of it this way: If we told the IRS that we would give them what we had leftover at the end of the month, would they accept that? If we told our workplace that we came in when we felt like it, when there wasn’t anything better to do, and if we didn’t stay out too late the night before and party too hard, would they accept that? I think not!

I came across a poem this past week that says it well:

Leftovers are such humble things,
We would not serve them to a guest,

And yet we serve them to our Lord

Who deserves the very best.

We give to Him leftover time,

Stray minutes here and there,

Leftover cash we give to Him,

Such few coins as we can spare.

We give our youth unto the world,

To hatred, lust and strife;

Then in declining years we give to Him

The remnant of our life. 

Jesus said, “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked” (Luke 12:48). Life is a trust, and the more God gives you, the more responsible He expects you to be.
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